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"We take photographs to reinforce the happiness of these moments,
to affirm what pleases us, to cover absences, to stop
time and, at least deceptively, to postpone the inevitability of




This thesis paper is an integral and complementary part of my thesis
exhibition "A la conquista . . .
/"
Its purpose is to enhance my audience's
understanding of the interests and vicissitudes that have motivated me
to undertake such a challenging task.
This project has its origin in an earlier autobiographical photographic
project. Through it I developed an interest invisually questioning aspects
related to my past and present: How did I become the individual I am?
And what aspects ofmy experience define my identity?
My parents are of different nationalities, I was born in Puerto Rico, and
then raised alternately in Puerto Rico and Spain. I feel like someone
whose national and cultural identity could not be defined by a passport,
a birthplace or a nation and its culture. By neutralizing the possibility of
my developing a singular national passion, these circumstances have
forever marked my life. Since I am aware of my circumstances, I have
asked myself a number of questions.
Fig.1
Why am I considered an American in Spain, if I do not have
blonde hair and blue eyes, if I don't speak English and I don't eat
hamburgers?
Why am I considered Spanish in Puerto Rico if I was born in
Puerto Rico and I have an American passport?
Why am I considered
Latino2 in the United States ifmy Spanish
accent is peninsular (from Spain) and if I was not raised




WiZZ I definitely be Puerto Rican?,
Will I befifty percent Spanish andfifty percent Puerto Rican?
Will I beAmerican?
Will I be a third Spanish, a third Puerto Rican and a third
American?
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For several yearsmy artistic production has been influenced by these and
other similar questions. In the last two years I have been motivated to
work to discover and define my true national and cultural identity.
Inherent in photography are the fostering of the processes of introspec
tion and analysis, those visual mechanisms that have allowed me to
investigate the traits which definemy own identity for years. Also, I con
sider the concept of cultural and national identity to be unlimited.
Rather than a unique and universal binomial where only legal and geo
graphical aspects are taken into consideration. Further, the concept of
identity at the end of twentieth centurymay be conceived as an open and
construct space, inwhich countless experiences coexist, opening theway
for the construction of new and multiple hybrid identities.
Duringmy first year of study at Rochester Institute of Technology (RTF),
I concentrated on exploring some ideas linked to my national and cul
tural identity, specifically, developingmy imagery around the concept of
fragmented identity. This idea is related to the different aspects of my
identity inwhich I am both a participant and distant observer of the real
ities I have encountered through my experiences. By being a participant
and distant observer I present myself as an individual whose present is
molded by two distinctive realities-Puerto Rican and Spanish. Thisman
ifests in the way I conceive my own identity, and in my perception of
inmediate reality.
An interest ofbeing part of it, but knowing
that I will never belong to it.
Fig.3
To realize my ideas as works of art I resorted to the use of some formal
and conceptual strategies such as fragmentation of images, the decontex-
tualization of cultural symbols and voyeurism. With those elements I
sought to separate the mechanisms of cultural exchange, colonization,
aculturarization and alienation. For me, the manifestation of these com
plex aspects also affects our pre-conceived notions of culture and identi-
ty-
Sincemy first visit to the United States, I have remained captivated by the
idea that this country could be a true nation of immigrants with multi
ethnic characteristics.
"2 hitinos + 2 Asians + 2 blacks = mtAticutiwral."*
After living here for a period of three years I discovered that the idea of
the United States as a successful multicultural "Melting
Pot"
experiment
was far from reality.
Despite the fact that the termMelting Pot, is no longer used by scholars
such as historians, sociologists, etnographers, etc, I still consider the use
of it, in that it allows me to represent the popular misconception of
United States, thatAmerican mith enbraced in other countries.
Furthermore, when I arrived in this country I was very surprised by the
existing obsession with ethnicity
and race and how these aspects deter
mine the relationship of the dominant ethnic group with the minority
groups. A good example of this situation is characterized by the existing
10
cultural clash between the various Spanish speaking communities and
the predominantly North-European culture in the contemporary United
States. I believe, these differences between cultures are linked to different
aspects, including the divergences in language, geographical location,
ethnicity, class and politics.
The situation of dualism and dichotomy experienced by these communi
ties awoke my interest in consideringmy own identity, but in a different
context from thatwhich is observed in theUnited States.My dual nation
ality, both Spanish and Puerto Ricanwith its similarities in language and
culture, has permitted me to see myself as united, but ambivalent.This
ambivalency permits me to respond to the differing cultural restrictions
and requirements. In Spain my use of language, vocabulary, gesture and
custom is different from that which I use in Puerto Rico.
11
II
I see my two faces as entities with exponential characteristics
instead of dividing lines. I am the sum of my parts, an observer
who sees through different lens. At the same time lama conqueror
and the conquered, and my art shows the two sides ofmy story.
Fig.4
During this last year of study, I recaptured the conceptual proposals of
the previous year. However, inmy thesis work, unlike thework that pre
ceded it, I attempted to articulate in a visual language my cultural
mul-
tifacetedness. This idea of similar cultures serves as a pretext to incorpo
rate into my work links to the Spanish conquest of the Americas, whose
features continue to be common denominators for every Latin American.
During and after colonization, Spain transferred to its colonies many
aspects of its culture including religion, administrative infrastructure,
educational system and traditions. To comprehend the true complexity of
Latin American culture it is important to remember that Latin America
also shares a common legacy with pre-Columbian and African cultures.
However, this legacy is one not of power and supression, but it is one
resulting from the co-mingling of various oppressed populations.
The official history of the Americas instilled in us since childhood pres
ents the positive nature of the relationship between Spain and its colonies
as unquestionable. It is through the unquestionableness itself thatwe are
able to expose its questionableness, that we can expose
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the possibility ofmultiple interpretations of the historical reality the his
torical reality of the conqueror versus the reality of the conquered.
Edward Said one of the more influential intellectuals in the
late Twentieth century, describes the dynamics between East
and West as ". . . the interdependence of cultural terrains in
which colonizer and colonized co-existed and battled each other
through projections as well as rival geographies,
narratives, and histories."4
By accepting the reality that I am both conqueror and conquered, I admit
the existence ofmy constructed identities. The conqueror is based in the
Spanish experience, which to an extent is defined by my accent, and by
specific cultural aspects of my identity. The conquered reveals its
non-
Spanish identity through birth-place, vocabulary and cultural experi
ences. There is no conflict in my personality. My identities as conqueror
and conquered are different, but accepting of the reality of the other.
My thesis,A la conquista. . . !must also be understood as a personal
rein-
terpretation of two very specific moments in the history of Puerto Rico.
On one side, the conquest of Puerto Rico by the Spaniards after the dis
covery of Puerto Rico in 1493, and on the other, the conquest of Puerto
Rico by American troops in 1898 during the Spanish American War.
In 1998 Puerto Rico celebrated one hundred years of American protec
tion. This is a very important date, since for Puerto Ricans it involves
more than five hundred years of colonial patronage. Given these circum
stances, we could classify modern Puerto Rico as a country with an his
torical, political and cultural duality.
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Currently, the official language ofPuerto Rico is bom English and
Spanish However, more man ninety percent of the Puerto Rican
population is not considered bilingual maintainingSpanish as the
predominant language. Moreover, the Island lacks
political and economic independence since all decisions of an
international nature have to be approved by the United States
Congress. Yet, the political status of Puerto Rico is self defined
as the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, which openly
defines the ambiguity of the current political situation.
5
While representing the political and cultural duality of the PuertoRicans, I also
present my own. Through scrutiny of the past and the present I
intend to unmask the depth of our unconscious, our memories, our his
tory and our reality.
14
Missing Page
"during most of Ihe day, we proceeded to ply the island, the
following daywe discover another island called 'Boriquen'. . . All





appears to surpass the beauty ofall
others"
6
The history of Puerto Rico in the last five hundred years has been char
acterized by having a duality, due to centuries of some colonial regimes:
first during the initial four hundred years after its discovery under the
Spanishmantle and later after 1898 until the present under the American
wing.
During the sixteenth century and part of the seventeenth the Spanish
crown interest in Boriquen (Puerto Rico) was limited to that of a strategic
military point. During this period, the island didn't arouse any type of
economic or political interest in the mother country. According to some
studies on the matter, this could be due to several reasons. At that time
the island lacked natural resources and the gold necessary to attract to
the legions of conquerors thatwent aboard toward theAmericas. Further,
Puerto Rico didn't have an indigenous population that could provide the
necessary manpower to serve a massive colonization. As a consequence
of the absence of these and other factors, the colonial authorities in the
sixteenth and seventeenth century began slowly importingAfricanman
power.
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"With me disillusion ofnot having discovered gold, after the
briefprosperity ofthe sugarcane, the small Puerto Ricanfarm
ers have to resign themselves to raising livestock, plantinggin
ger, tobacco and sowing for subsistence. The strict Spanish
laws don't facilitate the commerce between San Juan and
Europe. For that reason the big
"criollo"
merchants developed
the smuggling tradewith the neighboring islands.
"7
During the eighteenth and nineteenth century the situation for Puerto
Rico with regard to the mother country changed. In this period the
Spanish crown granted Puerto Rico greater political and economic
autonomy, which had repercussions on the development of a national
Puerto Rican conscience, and fostered the aspiration of some ideals asso
ciated with independence.
"Freedom of the press, freedom of speech, freedom of trade,
freedom of assembly, freedom to choose our own minorities,
abolition ofthe slavery,freedom to carryarms,freedomofreligion
freedom to reject any tax, the citizen's immunity, These are the
free man's Ten Comrnandments. IfSpainfeels capable ofgranti
ngus these rights when they sendus a general captain or a gov
ernor, wewill be entitled to to hang him and burn him during
the
"Shrovetide"
celebrations (celebration prior to Ash
Wednesday), to commemorate all the traitors that have sold us
abroad until this very day. Maybewe should be Spanish ifnot
we should be Puerto Rican, patience,we wUl befree.
"s
However, Spain did not grant the first autonomous regime until 1897. It
did not last long due to the beginning of the SpanishAmericanWar and
the subsiquent transfer of Puerto Rico from Spanish to American hands.
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In the first decades of the twentieth century after the change of sover
eignty, Puerto Rico experienced a period of politcal uncertainty during
whichmany autonomous and independent leaders aspired to the greater
political freedoms implied by the change of sovereignty.
". . .We have not come here to make war against the people ofmis
country who have been under oppression for centuries. Rather, we
come to bringprotection, not onlyprotectionforyou, but alsoforyour
possessions;we come topromoteprosperity andextend toyou the bless
ings and immunities ofour liberal institutions ofgovernment It is not
our interest to interfere in any law orexisting habit that it is beneficial
to its people. . . "9
Therefore, this era is characterized as being one of political conflict, eco
nomic crisis and popular uneasiness when faced with the
Americanization program implemented through the system of public
instruction from 1900 until end of the thirties. All this brought popular
disillusion and labor actions throughout the American government's
first decades. In 1917, the U.S. Congress extended American citizenship
to Puerto Ricans through the Jones Law.
The Forties became a stage for social, political and economic transition in
the history of Puerto Rico. Political freedoms for the Island, such as the
first Puerto Rican election for governor were achieved. In addition the
United States developed some economic relief plans for the island
including PRERA, PRRA and the Operation Bootstrap. For Puerto Rico
this involved an attempt to transform its economy from agricultural
based to one of an industrial nature. The supposed economic improve
ment begun in the Forties, together with the inauguration of the
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Commonwealth of Puerto Rico in 1952 (The United States through a
Constitution granted Puerto Rico the ability to self-govern, while remain
ing underAmerican protection) is considered bymany Puerto Rican his
torians as the beginning of a new era and the beginning of some solution
of the political status of Puerto Rico.
However, almost five decades after these political events the island suf
fers, as consequence of the lack of continuity of the reformations
achieved in the previous decades from economic and political lethargy.
All these sotiopolitical and economic circumstances have kept Puerto
Ricans in diverse periods of definition and redefinition of a national and
cultural identity for centuries. At the present time that
situation does not





"Art is an opening oforder and chaos, between human and natural,
between individuality and history, between heaven and earth
Through its function as a link that holds together opposites, these
polesbelong to each other. For mis reason, the intimate reality ofme
artist isthe originalforce that nourishes the tree oflife, through which
fhehuman is connected to the natural, the terrestrial to the celestial.
"
Anselm Kiefor10
jA la conquista. . . ! consists of a display of sixteen color images (arranged
in pairs) presented on wooden pedestals that are suspended from the
wall.When choosing this presentation type I sought to immersemy audi
ence in both a historical and an institutional context. Themuseum setting
providesme with the necessary formal and conceptual tools to legitimize




This institutional environment permits the opportunity to raise my his
tory to the same level of the official one. Thus, to the viewer my version
is as valid and as legitimate as the history we were taught in school.
Each picture is mounted on a one inch thick block made ofseveral layers
ofboard transforming the two-dimensional characteristics of thepicture
into three-dimensional objects with their own physicality. This presen
tation grants the duality of the sacred book and an historical document.
This series seeks to cause the spectator to reflect on the historical duality
of an individual and of a nation. This is a duality that can be represented
by the optical trajectory of two receding parallel tines. In my work it is
the present and the past, which coincide in a common scenario the
Conquest of Puerto Rico. This piece of Puerto Rican history is used as
pretext to represent other parallel histories, both a collective history and
my own.
A history that is partof the past and of the present, a history
tiuit doesn't startfrom here, or there, but rather is a witness
to loneliness and a victim ofisolation.
This photographic display promotes a dialogue between the past and
present, and between the personal and the collective. On the other hand
this exhibition is intended to raise the consciousness of the spectator to a
reality, but does not intend to define right fromwrong,much less provide
the answer to any questions.
This dialogue between past and present is of great importance inmy art
production. The transmigration of the personal, into the collective,makes
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it possible to project my personal interests on a wider sphere-a univer
sal one. In thisway I am working to transcend the strictly personal space,
by implicating or integrating it to the collective history.
The work of Cuban-American artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres represents an
example of how an artist can visually pinpoint that connection between
personal history and the group of experiences and emotions which unite
us all to the rest of humanity. In this work the specificity of history tran
scends thatwhich is strictly personal.
Gonzalez-Torres is a product of the decade of the eighties, a decade in
which a large number of young artists inNewYork and other cities of the
United States explored the social structure of gay identity . mcluding in
this group are artists like Nan Goldin who through her imagery rejects
the status of an objective observer, reflecting an emotional and psycho
logical attachment to the subject matter, and David Wojnarowicz whose
work raised the issues surrounding gay identity. This is also a time in
which political activism is latent and inwhichAIDSmonopolizes a large
part of this political and social effort of individuals, and also of artists.
In Felix Gonzalez-Torres's artistic production, his life, his anguish and
fears are reflected through the use of conceptual strategies. However, on
viewing his work with an understanding
of his visual vocabulary, and
without knowing the specific facts about his life, wemanage to internal
ize the emotional aspect of his life, thusmaking it possible for the artist's
personal loss to become a collective experience. Gonzalez-Torres as an
artist "recognizes the heterogeneous nature of all cultural production,
which is created by the language out ofnecessity and reflects the junction
of different expressions, past and
present."11
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Art to him is the extension of an invitation for his public to share in his
work and to persuade you as spectator to project your own identity on
the work that you are observing.
By promoting this philosophy a community space in which a dialogue
between the artist and the audience is created.
Fig.9
Fig. 10
This juncture between the personal and the collective, is clearer through
the first of his series, "Billboard
Project"
(1989). In this work he com
memorates the twenty anniversary of the rebellion of "Stonewall", a
series of confrontations between the police and demonstrators, which
unleashed the beginning of the gay rights movement during the Sixties.
Fig.11 Fig. 12
This work of Gonzalez-Torres "rejects the concept of history as a rational
progression of
events."12 For the artist these historical events exist in our
unconscious as memories, without following a certain order or a partic
ular sequence. Some years later, in 1992 he produced another set of
images for the "Billboard
Project"
in which he presents us with a monu
mental picture in white and black of an empty double bed which still
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bears the recent indentations of its occupants. In this project the artist
presents his personal pain by sharing his lover's deathwith us. However,
the presentation of the empty bed could be understood as an open dec
laration of desire an interpretation which contains his sense of loss with
a sense of longing. According to Nancy Spector, "the subversive power
of this series resides in its multiplicity of meanings and it is not limited
to a singular code of
representation."
\A la conquista. . . I shares with Felix Gonzalez-Torres work an interest in
representing history, as events that only exist in our unconscious, our
memories or our experiences. It is an ideawhich represents themid point
where the personal history and the collective history intersect.
Despite, the fact thatmy art work has a primarily personal interest, It is
impossible to avoid its political implications. The political position pre
sented in the depiction of the created Puerto Rican history permits me to
visually represent other dichotomies: past and present, North and South,
and the conquered and the conqueror.
24
V
Some months ago a study partner came up to me and asked,
Bo you consider your artistic work a prototype of contempo
rary LatinAmerican or "Hispanic
art?"
In thatmoment I
reacted with astonishment and I answered him: The merefact
of labeling an artistic expression and limiting it to certain def
initions exposes it to encapsulation and valued on the basis of
prevailing definitions and stereotypes.
In this project I present myself initially as an individual, as a human
being and later as a LatinAmerican, Spanish, Puerto Rican or
"Hispanic"
artist. I am an artistwho is striving to project certain personal aspects of
life into a broader sphere, into the collective history.
The core of the photography ofLatinAmerica is found in its strong bond
to its roots and to culture. These are photographers who create a photo
graphic reality from the cultural wealth surrounding them. They do not
consider experimenting for the mere sake of experimenting, thinking it
more appropriate to go in search of new forms of expression that are con
sistent with their culture. It is in this way that Latin American photo
graphic production relies on the cultural and historical mythology of
place.
For Latin American photographers the decade of the seventies
includedwidespread acceptance ofphotography as an artistic dis
cipline, thiswas due to the celebration ofone series ofconferences
at the hemispheric level;where the cmclusionwas reached that the
quality ofLatin American photography
revealed "the vigor and
the diversity, as well as the geographical and ethnic
differences"




Photo Historian Naomi Rosenblum author of The World History of
Photography finds that in the decades of the seventies and eighties
Argentina, Brazil, Cuba, Guatemala. Mexico, Panama, Peru and
Venezuela were the LatinAmerican countries most interested in explor
ing the effects of the rapid social changes on their traditions and societies
through their photography. Initially, they were less wrapped up in a
search for an aesthetic experimentation. However, most recently this
aspect of Latin American photography has changed through the contact
of Latin American photographers with the avant-garde of other coun
tries, thereby breaking the isolation suffered by the Latin American pho
tographers. As a result an increasing number of artists are using aesthet
ic experimentation as one of his/her comrnunicative tools.
Fig.13
The work of Guatemalan artist Luis Gonzalez Palma exemplifies this
building on cultural norms. We see in his imagery a mixture of Spanish
American Catholicism teachings with indigenous traditional myths. The
clearer cultural reference is found in "magic
realism"
a LatinAmerican
literary movement that became very
famous outside of Latin America,
through Gabriel Garcia Marquez, author of "The General in His





Using another formal device, color, Brazilian photographer, Miguel Rio
Branco is one of a group of photographers using color as a mirror of his
reality. His sense of color reflects the
social and cultural circumstances of his
country, Brazil. More recently color has
become a fundamental in representing
aspects such as life or death. The cultur
al, social, political and economic reality
of Brazil is reflected by the creation of a
unique cultural imagery. In this series color enhances the notion of the
place, captivates and manipulates our perception, and challenges our
predisposition as spectators. Through imagery and color his photo
graphs create an intimate connection between his subjectmatter and his
depiction of a uniquely Brazilian reality. Through his use of color we can
smell the verdue of the tropics, we can feel the intense light and the
steamy nights, as through his use of color he allows us to enter the speci
ficity of his realities.
Particularly evident in contemporary Puerto Rican painting is a similar
quest to meld cultural norms with contemporary art practice. Puerto
Rican art has become the instrumentwithwhich artists search seek iden






For the Puerto Rican art historian Mari Carmen Ramirez "there is no
doubt that after the arrival of the American troops in 1898, the principal
interest for Puerto Rican artists was preserving any risky elements of
Puerto Rican nationality, by employing a method and motifs that were
identifiedwith Puerto Rican culture tomodel a national
art."
In the same
way Nelson Rivera, Professor of History of Art at the University of
Puerto Rico, points out that this period is one in which art had become
the instrument of definition of a cultural and national identity. This is a
consequence of the process of cultural and political breakup implanted
by the American regime in the Caribbean island between 1900 and 1930.
However, it is necessary to clarify that this interest, on behalf of Puerto
Rican art in defining a national culture, is not limited to just the twenti
eth century. The first of these demonstrations of Puerto Rican nationality
are given in the Nineteenth century, where the figure of the Puerto Rican
painter Francisco Oiler stands out as the century'smost important artist.
28
During the first decades of the twentieth century, Puerto Rican art gets on
the track toward modernism, however it is a modernism that stands out
for being of a different character. This last aspect for Nelson Rivera is
bound mainly to two motifs. On one hand, the conservatism of the
Puerto Rican art guaranteed access to the predominantly uneducated
Puerto Rican populance. On the other hand, mamtaining this conserva
tive posture also protected from foreign influences.
In the seventies, Argentinean art critic Marta Traba, categorized Puerto
Rican art as one of "aesthetic and formal resistance", since, contrary to the
artistic movements in some LatinAmerican countries, it didn't follow the




"To a certain extent this defensive attitude on the part of the Puerto Rican
artists created an atmosphere inwhich the international avant gardewas
always seen as synonym for cultural assimilation and
suicide.""
However, this posture slowly changed
with the introduction of some
artistic trendswhich are linked to abstraction and experimentation in the
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sixties. Resulting from this process was the adaptation of the new Puerto
Rican art of the new political and social realities of Puerto Rico.15
For the Puerto Rican Art critic Enrique Garcia-Gutierrez Puerto Rican
painting during the past ten years takes two clearly identificable points
of view. On one side are those artists who are interested developing for
mal interests, based mostly on abstraction. Opposing them, are those
whose primary interests are in exploring national identity as a medium
of expression. With regard to this last group, figures including Arnaldo
Roche-Rabell, Nick Quijano, Mail, Mater O'Neill, and Myrna Baez stand
out. For these artists "although their styles and sensibiUties vary, their
concerns are shared bymost: the frustrationwith colony 'status', the des
ecration of the landscape for technological advances and urban develop
ment; the imposition of a personal identity inside a society that imposes
a variety of incompatible roles, the fear of invasion of North American
values and the threat from them to Puerto Rican customs and tradi
tions."16
They approach the topic of national identity with an introspec
tive, very personal and specific vision. They respond to a dual reality
with a vision in conflict with contemporary Puerto Rico through indi
vidual and sophisticated forms.
The dual reality of Puerto Rico
is based in the political reality of the
island in which an ideological conflict divids the Puerto Rican popula
tion into two factions. Those who defend annexation to the
United States are countered by those who do not aspire toward political
annexation. Adding to the complexity of the
latter view is the fact that
most do not want to break the economic ties between Puerto Rico and
the mother country.
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. . . before as the work by NancyMorris on Puerto Rican national identity
in the nineties indicates,that there is a Puerto Rican national identity
clearly defined by the Spanish language, folklore, the Puerto Rican flag,
as well as by national representation through basketball and baseball teams
inmternational competitions such asthe Olympics, the Pan-American games
etc. Themostsurprisingpartofthe case is thatHievastmajorityofthose inter
viewed byMorris, who defend the annexation to the United States, believe
thatPuerto Ricowouldnot see definitive aspects ofits national identity affect
ed if there were a change in the political
"Status"
toward annexation. Yet
thosewhofavorno sort ofpolitical annexation assure that its national identi
tieswould be affectedwith the passing
generations.17
Thus in modern day Puerto Rico there is no consensus about the politi
cal destination of the island. This state is aggravated by the psychologi
cal fear of political self-determination. It is characterized by a fear of cul
tural and political redefinition and their effect on the economic and social
destination of Puerto Ricans.
In my work I use the presentation
of Puerto Rican landscape because I
see in admiration of Puerto Rican geography, aspects which enable it to
become a banner of national and cultural identity.
The case ofthe Spanishprovence of
Catalonia lends itselfas an example.
During the decades of oppression in Spain
under the rhctatorship of
Francisco Franco, the Catalan cultural feelingwas helped to keep alive
through the appreciation and valuation ofthe geography ofCatalonia by
associations of
excursionists.18




the keys that identify it as a national and autochthonous bastion. More
than anything this represents the complexity
ofmy own identity, an
iden-
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tity that lacks all the cultural names and feelings associated with the
defense of the nationality of all Puerto Ricans. My work attempts to
reflect the absence of those attributes which have served many genera
tions of Puerto Rican artists to define that necessity of belonging to a
nation and a culture. The content ofmy work, at this time is based inmy
lack of a Puerto Rican self-identification.
I believe that my vision is that of an explorer who travels in the past in
search of his roots, his memories, his history and his own identity. The
work of Ruth Thorne-Thomsen, especially in her "Expedition
Series"
represents such a feeling. Thorne-Thomsen seeks to transport the specta
tor to a world of dreams, by the effective use of visual confusion.
Through references to archaeological and pictorial photography of the
last century we are transported
into the nineteenth century. For Richard
Lorenz, "these pictures remind us of the archaeological and scientific
trips in 1849 of Maxime Du Campo to the Middle
East."19 Thome-





In much the same way, my
landscape represents a mingled view of the
past and present where the vision of a
explorer and a traveler is simul
taneously represented. My Puerto Rican
landscapes are explorations that
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witness all the external transformations andmutations which occurred in
my conceptualization of Puerto Rico. Further, these representations also
reflect the internal transformations in my own identity, an identity that
by nature of its duality is in constant change and transformation.
These transformations ofmy identity are inflected intomy artwork part
ly through the use of color. Inmy work color is conceptualized in differ
ent stages, that represent specific phases within the process of defining
my own identity. The search for my identity manifests itself through dif
ferent transformations and mutations, through the incorporation of
imagery concerning change inmy artwork I intend to articulate a visual
vocabularywhich presents ideas concerning the creation, transformation
and manipulation of the those aspects ofmy beingwhich define my own
personal and cultural identity.
Each set in this series of eight pairs of photographs consists of two con
cepts. One side depicts the past, the Spanish conquest of Puerto Rico,
while the other explores the continuing occupation of the Caribbean
island by United States. The Spanish conquest is represented by a visu
al language constructed from reproductions of illustrations made at the
time of the Conquest of the America's. These scenes are viewed through
my own iconographic and
symbolic masks which include: the notion of
the target, the idea of the transplanted tree or the idea of the overpow
ered god creating the palm tree.
The opposing pages I present a visual
representation of the presentPuerto Rico through the depiction of an ide
alized lanscape. Both representations provide a visual discoursebased on
a historical past, and on how our notion of the past helps us to under-
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stand our present and our future. The use of the pair also functions as a
filter to analyze the implications of accepting the differences and connec
tions of the two realities.
While the specificity of my identity is unique, I know there are thou
sands or millions people struggling to define their own identities. The
process of writing this paper has helped me to explore and analyze the
ideas and interests thatmoved me to create this body of work. Further it
has provided me with the opportunity to integrate all aspects of the





represents new experiences, efforts, frustrations, satisfac
tions and hard work. The whole process of being in graduate studies has
opened many different avenues of exploration.
Througout the installa
tion ofmy thesis show I realized the
importance of beingmore conscious
about the interaction between the pieces, the space and the Ughting. In
that sense I think that having installedmywork in a big and empty space
helped to enhanced the notion of sacredness and the institutional quali
ties ofmy presentation. Therefore,
I see this thesis as a stepping stone to
my next art work,
which will take more into consideration the implica
tions of the use of the space towards the art work. In my future work I
intend to continue developing a personal visual vocabulary around the
different aspects ofmy own identity
both present and future.
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(1) Discovery Series, Carlos Ruiz-Valarino, 1997.
(2) Discovery Series, Carlos Ruiz-Valarino, 1997.
(3) Untitled, Carlos Ruiz-Valarino, 1998.
(4) Discovery Series, Carlos Ruiz-Valarino, 1997.
(5) ;A la conquista . . . !, Carlos Ruiz-Valarino, 1998-99.
(6) View from the exhibition, Carlos Ruiz-Valarino, October-1999.
(7) View from the exhibition, Carlos Ruiz-Valarino, October-1999.
(8) View from the exhibition, October-1999.
(9) Untitled, "Billboard Project", Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 1989.
(10) Untitled, "Billboard Project", Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 1991.
(11) Untitled, "Billboard Project", Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 1992.
(12) Untitled, "Billboard Project", Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 1992.
(13) Luis Gonzalez Palma,
(14) Miguel Rio Branco.
(15) Hacienda Aurora, Jose Campeche, 1898-99.
(16) Our Daily Bread, Ram6n Frade, 1905.
(17) You Have a Dream in Blue, Arnaldo Roche-Rabell, 1986.
(18) Nude in Front of the Mirror, Myrna Baez, 1980.
(19) Self Portrait VII, MariMater O'Neill, 1988.
(20) Expedition Series, Ruth Thorne-Thomsen, 1979.
(21) Expedition Series, Ruth Thorne-Thomsen, 1976.
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Quotations
(1) Fontcuberta, Joan. / beso de Judas, p.59.
(2) The use of the term
"Latino"
in the United States is full of
contradictions in that it attempts to group together and simplify
the social and cultural complexities of Latin American reality.
Under its shadow there is erroneously used terminology since in
its generalization, it is disparing the diversity of ethnicity and
races found in LatinAmerica.
(3) G6mez-Pena, Guillermo. Warriorfor Gringostroika, p.52.
(4) Said, EdwardW Culture and Imperialism, p. XX.
(5) Morales Carri6n, Arturo. Puerto Rico: A political and Cultural
History; Morris, Nancy. Puerto Rico: Culture, Politics, and Identity;
Trias Monje, Jose. The Trials of the Oldest Colony of the World.
(6) A letter from Dr. Diego Alvarez
Chanca who accompanied
Christopher Columbus on his second voyage in 1493.
(7) The Puerto Ricans: A Documentary History,
Edited by KalWagenheim
and Olga Jimenez deWagenheim, p.29.
(8) Dr. Manuel Betances, 1867.
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(9) In July 29th 1898 Major General Nelson A. Miles issued the first
proclamation of occupation to the people of Puerto Rico.
(10) Anselm Kiefer: Venezia Contemporaneo, p.15.
(11) Spector, Nancy. Felix Gonzalez-Torres, p.20.
(12) Spector, Nancy. Felix Gonzalez-Torres, p.23.
(13) Rosenblum, Naomi. World History ofPhotography, p.421.
(14) Rivera, Nelson. Visual Artists and the Puerto Rican PerformingArts
1950-1990, p.7.
(15) In the Sixties the first political party tha support the statehood of
Puerto Rico was founded. A decade later this party won the
national elections creating an
unprecedent state in the political
history of Puerto
Ricowhere for the first time in Puerto Rican
history a great percentage of the
population supports statehood.
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(16) Hollister, Sturges. New Art from Puerto Rico, p.25
(17) Morris, Nancy. Puerto Rico: Culture, Politics, and Identity, p.198.
(18) Heslinga, M. W Geography and Nationality, p.212.
(19) Lorenz, Richard, Landscape Images: Recent Photographs by Linda
Connor, Judy Fiskin and Ruth Thorne-Thomsen, P. 33.
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